Homeschool
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Despite the recent negative attention, Simply
Learning Tuition founder and director Nathaniel
McCullagh argues that, when delivered well,
homeschooling can be education at its finest

omeschooling is hitting
the headlines right now.
In the past few years,
the number of families
choosing Elective
Home Education (EHE)
has shot up across
the country, causing concern in many
quarters. The media are overwhelmingly
framing this as a change for the worse.
Annual figures published by the
Department for Education shows there
were 126,000 children choosing EHE on
the October census date last year, up
almost 13 per cent from autumn 2024.

Extraordinarily, the Department of
Education only started collecting data
on families opting out in the autumn of
2022, so data from earlier years isn’t
as reliable but, according to figures
obtained by the BBC through Freedom
of Information (FOI) requests, some
28,550 were being homeschooled in
2019-2020. A teacher turned elective
home education officer told The Times
recently that she had a caseload of 239
families in 2019, adding: “Now it’s 700.
The numbers are off the scale”.

There are many reasons cited for the
increase. Some families feel they do not
have a choice. These are the ‘last resort’
home educators, the families who have
run out of options. For many in this group,
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their child’s mental health is a major reason
-16% of those in last year’s census said
mental health challenges were the reason
for withdrawing their child from school.
Mental health covers a wide range of issues
- anxiety, bullying, or a child may have
special educational needs or disabilities
(SEND) that their school is unable to meet
adequately. Children with SEND index
particularly high on homeschooling metrics.
There is also an increasing number of young
people who may refuse to attend school

due to an overwhelming anxiety - what is
now known as Emotionally Based School
Avoidance or EBSA.

There are parents who may feel
dissatisfaction with the school
curriculum’s suitability - for instance
parents who have a child who is gifted and
talented. There is also a growing minority
who reject mainstream education and
want their children to be educated through
a more ‘nurturing’ approach. Interestingly,
12% of those choosing EHE for their
children on last October’s census did so for
preferential or philosophical reasons.

The one unifying factor here is Covid.
Homeschooling numbers in the UK surged
upwards after the pandemic. Subsequent
lockdowns crossed a Rubicon in breaking
the contract between home and school,
leaving us in a new reality. The children’s
commissioner for England, Dame Rachel de

Souza is “deeply, deeply concerned” by the
rising numbers. “I don’t think it is a positive
choice for many young people,” she says.
“Many of these children are the lockdown
generation who actually were at home and
have found it difficult to get back.”

While I appreciate those concerns
and would concur with other educators
that the best place for most children is
in a mainstream school, we see home
schooling in a more positive light at
Simply Learning Tuition (SLT). Whether
parents come to it by choice or challenge,
we know it can provide an excellent
education - the sort of education that
has been provided to a small number of
very fortunate students for millennia. A
tutor and child in a personalised, one-on-
one environment can have profoundly
positive consequences for the child and
for their wider family.

First, it is important to establish
what excellent homeschooling isn’t. It
isn’t an overstretched parent taking

“There were 126,000
children choosing
EHE on the October
census date last vear,
up almost 13 per cent
from autumn 2024”

their child out of school in the belief
they are ‘saving’ them from mainstream
education and can provide an adequate
education themselves. It isn’t online
learning when a child at home joins an
online lesson with 50 other learners -
this can work very well when carefully
structured - but it isn’t homeschooling.
To me, excellence must always be a
teacher, in the home, working in person
with a child. Our homeschooling is a
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managed education programme.

‘We do not simply provide a raft of

tutors to teach a child disparate subjects
at home. We manage every aspect of their
education, liaising with family and often
the child’s school. We act as a replacement
school, but in the home, working to each
family’s timetable and synchronising
every aspect of the child’s learning. It is
expensive, but it provides an exceptional
standard of education to enable children
to achieve their potential.

We also never view homeschooling as
the end goal. More often than not we are
homeschooling a child with the express
aim of ensuring their seamless return to
school. If a family comes to us in crisis -
the child has a long-term illness, SEND
or behavioural issues - the programme
will be centred on returning that child to
school when they are fit, happy and ready
to thrive in that mainstream setting.

We have supported many children
whose families have chosen EHE because

they have wellbeing issues. In
this situation, our specialist tutors
will adopt an approach that supports
emotional security as much as academic
progress. If a child is recovering from
illness or has mental health issues, we
can provide a comprehensive team
of therapists, including occupational
therapists, SEND tutors and executive
function coaches, who help them to re-
engage with learning at their own pace.
This alleviates pressure while rebuilding
confidence and self-belief. Over time, it
can support a successful transition back
into mainstream education and leave a
lasting foundation of resilience, effective
coping strategies and personal agency. This
approach can be life-changing for parents
too. No parent can feel at peace if they have
a child who is struggling; we can enable a
child to not only survive but thrive and get
back to meaningful life. We have seen the
profoundly positive effect this has on the
whole family dynamic time and time again.

SPRING 2026 | ABSOLUTELY EDUCATION | 89 (>)



ABOVE
& BELOW

A hybrid programme
combines in-person
tuition in London
with online
teaching

EHE isn’t always about
overcoming challenges. Increasing
numbers of families choose to home
educate for positive reasons. Either they
are globally mobile and their lifestyle is too
peripatetic for a single school or they take
time out to travel together, believing this to
be a profoundly positive form of learning.
‘We recently looked after a family who took
a year off to explore the Mediterranean
aboard a 39m yacht. A residential tutor
travelled with their two boys (both with
acute SEND), delivering a full-time
education that enabled both to return to
school with no learning gap following an
amazing family experience.
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We also look after gifted and
talented children and those following
elite pathways -whether they are film or
sports stars. We understand the demands
that a starring role can place on a child and
the requirement for carefully structured
programmes that fit in around training
schedules, rehearsals, and international
travel. Programmes can be designed to
provide seamless continuity in both learning
and performance.
As an example, we are currently supporting
a 16-year-old GCSE student representing
Britain as an Olympic-level show jumper.
Travel, training and competition make
conventional schooling impractical. The
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“Increasing numbers of
families home educate
for positive reasons

— their lifestyle is too
peripatetic for a single
school or they take time

out to travel together”

student’s dyslexia requires pacing, strategy
and confidence-building. Our hybrid
programme combines in-person tuition in
London with online teaching while travelling.
A team of tutors are covering GCSE subjects
in great depth, and sessions are actively
managed and stacked around shifting
schedules to prevent missed learning. A
dedicated academic mentor coordinates
tutors, parents and SLT, ensuring outcomes
are met and the student feels supported.
Homeschooling, done the right way,
represents mentoring at its very finest.
Time spent with an expert tutor enables
learning that is personal, rigorous and
profoundly human. This sort of education
takes immense resource and isn’t available to
everyone - but maybe we do need to reframe
the discussion to consider when it can be
positive, beneficial and practical option.
Leaders should take note: current
homeschooling figures show that there is
a for need for education to be delivered
differently for some young people.
At SLT we see the positive results of
homeschooling in the children who grow
into intellectually curious, confident
young people with a great belief in their
own value and place in the world. ®



